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The COVID-19 outbreak has significantly impacted the healthcare sector in the United States, with telemedicine becoming a crucial tool in the continuation of patient care amidst the outbreak. Therefore, many states adopted short-term measures to increase the availability of telehealth, like relaxing licensure necessities, increasing coverage under public and private insurance, and raising reimbursement rates. These changes helped in the exponential growth of telehealth usage allowing patients to have more flexible options of accessing health care services. However, the future of these changes as the pandemic continues to reduce is yet to be determined.
Purpose Statement
The goal of this policy brief is to call for a permanent use of expanded telehealth services at the state and national levels. This brief will support for the continuation and further expansion of telehealth policies by outlining the advantages seen during the pandemic, such as greater accessibility of health services for marginalized groups and better patient outcomes. Moreover, it will discuss the magnitudes of barriers that might arise in future, including, equal access, quality issues, among others before presenting policy imperatives that can be instrumental in further advancement of telehealth in the health system. The aim is to involve stakeholders such as policymakers, healthcare consumer and providers, and community in the debate on the sustainable advantages of telehealth expansion and the process of institutionalizing it into the American health system.
Healthcare Issue
Inadequate healthcare access has been a longstanding problem in America, especially in the rural areas, and other deprived areas of the community where there are few health care institutions and a shortage of health care practitioners (Coombs et al., 2021). Patients in these regions experience major challenges due to long distances to the few available facilities, inadequate transport, and a shortage of healthcare personnel. These gaps in access to quality health care worsen the general health status, prolong disease diagnosis, and increase the prevalence of chronic diseases and death rates among these populations.
The COVID-19 outbreak made in-person healthcare services even harder to attain because of the establishment of lockdowns, social distancing, and the need to safeguard the health of at-risk populations. Telehealth then became one of the significant solutions that were needed at this time allowing patients to gain access to care without any need to travel. Telehealth services facilitated consultations, health condition tracking, and mental health support while relieving pressure on already over pressured healthcare facilities.
The effectiveness of telehealth over the pandemic shows that it can be a viable solution to the issue of limited healthcare access in the future (Hatef et al., 2024). One of the key areas that can benefit from the increased use of telehealth services is in the delivery of health care to the often-neglected population. This approach not only opens up access but also attempts to foster health equity and guarantee that all patients in all areas of the country can access timely and quality care. Therefore, there is an urgent need to come up with policies that will support the continued development and integration of telehealth into the healthcare sector.
Potential Stakeholders
Expanding telehealth services have the ability to attract support from various stakeholders with each having diverse reasons and aims to support the expansion of the initiative. The most significant beneficiaries of increased telehealth adoption will be patients, especially those in rural, underprivileged, and chronic illness categories (Lestari et al., 2024). These people benefit from telehealth because they do not have to travel long distances and experience long waiting times for visits, especially when seeing a physician in person. Older patients or those with restricted mobility would also likely endorse the policy since telehealth presents an effective way to access healthcare options without physically being there.
Other key stakeholders include healthcare providers. Telehealth is a valuable innovation for physicians, nurses, and specialists as they can use it to expand their practices, avoid becoming overburdened, and provide long-term care for patients with chronic diseases (Gajarawala & Pelkowski, 2021). With telehealth, providers can expand their practice and reach out to more clients without having to spend a lot on overhead expenses. Mental health professionals may also support telehealth since it has been shown to increase the availability of mental health services, which are limited in many cases where there are few resources.
Further, telehealth will likely be endorsed by public health organizations and nonprofits that advocate for health equity as a way of bridging disparities in access to health care. By addressing the needs of the vulnerable populations, telehealth can significantly contribute to the improvement of population health. Finally, insurance providers and government institutions may support telehealth policies because they are cost-effective and beneficial to patient health, which may lower future costs of untreated diseases.
Legislation
The most recent congressional attempt to address the growth of telehealth services is the Telehealth Modernization Act (S.3967), a federal bill that seeks to build on and extend the telehealth options provided during the COVID-19 crisis (Congress.Gov, n.d). The bill is supported at the national level and is likely to establish a new permanent model for the delivery of telehealth services in the US healthcare system, especially within Medicare.
The Telehealth Modernization Act aims at solving geographical and site-based constraints that has been a barrier to the delivery of telehealth services. For example, the concept contained in this bill permanently reauthorizes rural health clinics and federally qualified health centers to offer distant telehealth services to patients (Congress.Gov, n.d). The room is to allow these professionals and healthcare centers offer telehealth services without any restrictions. This provision is essential to ensure that adequate care is available especially in rural or hard to reach regions where there are few doctors. Furthermore, the bill permits patients’ homes to be included as the originating site for telehealth services for all specialties that have not been previously specified. This will make it easier for patients to have an access to doctors and other health care services providers, especially those with mobility complications, elderly, or those areas of residence are from medical facilities.
Another significant feature of the Telehealth Modernization Act is its inclusivity for healthcare providers. Not restricting the types of practitioners, as delineated by the CMS, to provide telehealth services, the bill guarantees the involvement of numerous specialists in remote care deliveries (Congress.Gov, n.d). This flexibility is important to meet the needs of patients as well as enhance the general health of diverse individual, enhancing their general welfare. Consequently, this legislation has been welcomed with open arms by national organizations such as the American Association of Nurse Practitioners, as it can improve the availability and accessibility and equity of healthcare services.
Health Policy Brief
The Health Policy Brief seeks to propose a solution to this critical problem of inadequate access to medical solutions, especially in remote and underserved areas, supporting that the permanent expansion of telehealth should be made at both state and federal levels. The brief will focus on the inequalities of health care accessibility, which intensified during the COVID-19 pandemic, and proof how telemedicine has effectively overcome these barriers. In line with the evidence gathered during the pandemic and existing telehealth programs, the brief will recommend the amendment of policies that hinder telehealth access, especially licensure policies that limit access to telehealth services, as well as increased insurance reimbursement for telehealth services.
The two primary objectives of the policy brief are: (1) to encourage state and federal policymakers to pass legislation that would institutionalize telehealth to provide all patients with the necessary medical services regardless of location and (2) to involve healthcare providers, insurance companies, and other stakeholders into the fold to support these changes as there is enough evidence that indicates the effectiveness of these services like being cost efficient and improve overall population health. Overall, the brief seeks to provide a lasting solution to the continually reoccurring issue of access to health care in an effort to address the equity issue in the society.
Conclusion
The expansion of telehealth services is a revolutionary step that will assist in the management of barriers in healthcare, especially for those in rural and underprivileged regions. By supporting the integration of telehealth in the health care system means that every person will eventually reap the benefits of timely, convenient, and quality medical care. Evidence obtained from COVID-19 pandemic proves that telehealth can help eliminate geographic and other constraints in the healthcare system. Thus, it is important for state and federal policy makers to understand these benefits in the long run and establish policies that will encourage the usage of these services. It will be critical to involve healthcare providers, insurance companies, and community-based organizations in such an approach to address the current inequity in the healthcare system. By integrating telehealth into the overall service delivery model for healthcare, the system will not only be delivering better care and increasing access, but it will also be building a more stable and effective system for the future.


















References
Congress.Gov. (n.d). S.3967 - Telehealth Modernization Act. Congress.gov. https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/3967?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%22Telehealth+bills%22%7D&s=1&r=2
Coombs, N. C., Meriwether, W. E., Caringi, J., & Newcomer, S. R. (2021). Barriers to healthcare access among U.S. adults with mental health challenges: A population-based study. SSM - Population Health, 15, 100847. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssmph.2021.100847
Gajarawala, S. N., & Pelkowski, J. N. (2021). Telehealth benefits and barriers. The Journal for Nurse Practitioners, 17(2), 218–221. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nurpra.2020.09.013
Hatef, E., Wilson, R. F., Zhang, A., Hannum, S. M., Kharrazi, H., Davis, S. A., Foroughmand, I., Weiner, J. P., & Robinson, K. A. (2024). Effectiveness of telehealth versus in-person care during the COVID-19 pandemic: A systematic review. Npj Digital Medicine, 7(1). https://doi.org/10.1038/s41746-024-01152-2
Lestari, H. M., Miranda, A. V., & Fuady, A. (2024). Barriers to telemedicine adoption among rural communities in developing countries: A systematic review and proposed framework. Clinical Epidemiology and Global Health, 101684. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cegh.2024.101684

